This paper examines patterns of property-holding in an Ontario town before and after legislation in 1872 and 1884 that permitted married women to hold property in their own name. The experience of Guelph follows that of other North American urban communities in which women substantially increased their share of urban property during this period. Single and widowed women achieved most of the gains although married women also increased their holding of property. Indicators of long-term change derived from assessment records, census manuscripts, wills, mortgages and property transfers support the hypothesis that the legislation was instrumental in the rise of female ownership. The effect of the law was felt through various channels of causation, including a change in inheritance practice that favoured women. 
I. Introduction
The elimination of restrictions on property ownership by married women was a prominent goal of the campaign to win equal political and economic rights for women. Success came at the end of the nineteenth century in the shape of married women's property acts (MWPA) that today are recognized as a significant turning point. Prior to these changes, married women in the anglo-american world could and did engage in business, and even control property through a variety of strategies, but restrictions on their access to property conditioned the nature of women's political and economic activity. Following MWPA married women in a number of common law jurisdictions were able, for the first time, to openly and legally manage, use, profit from, sell and will property.
2 And yet, questions remain about the efficacy of MWPA in facilitating a more independent economic status for women. Scepticism arises because judicial interpretations of the new laws could be narrow; some legislation excluded earnings from the property available to a married woman; dower rights were being eroded just as the new laws were being introduced; patriarchal assumptions about family and work continued to limit the potential for female incomes; and ownership remained outside the reach of many families. The fact that some women found ways to circumvent and at least partly evade the restrictions is itself a reason to question the practical economic importance (if not symbolic significance) of MWPA. 3 Precisely how, if at all, MWPA changed life for most women remains an unresolved question in the literature of a number of countries. Of course, similar legislative intent might have given rise to different outcomes in the various common law jurisdictions because laws differed, as did local property markets and the timing of legal reform. Most eastern American states introduced some form of property ownership for married women before 1860, which was followed later in the century by greater control of earnings and sole trader status for women. 4 In England, the debate about property rights prompted more than twenty Parliamentary bills beginning in the 1850s although effective legal change waited until 1870 and, much more significantly, 1882. 5 The right to hold personal property were liberalized a few years before the right to real property in England. The key changes in Scotland were made in 1877 and 1881. In Canada, the provinces followed at different dates; for example Ontario followed the British lead in 1872 and 1884, while Nova Scotia waited until 1884 and 1898. 6 Dower rights also retreated at a different pace in the various jurisdictions. 7 Countries also differed in their use of the separate estate. The importance of MWPA was conditioned by the prior possibility of retaining property in an estate separate from the marriage and thereby protecting and in some circumstances controlling it. 8 Women in England, for example, made extensive use of the separate estate. 9 Historians in North American, in contrast, tend to emphasize the disadvantages of the separate estate and infrequency of its use. 10 Creation of a separate estate was costly and required permission of the trustee. Rental income and other personal property remained outside the separate estate and subject to disposal by the trustee at his discretion. And it could be difficult to reclaim the property from trust in the event of family dissolution. 11 For these and other reasons North American women appear to have used the separate estate rather infrequently. Even in Quebec, with its tradition of marital agreements, a small and diminishing proportion of marriages adopted settlements during the nineteenth century. 12 The scarcity of marriage settlements enhances the potential significance of MWPA in North America. Further, low land prices permitted many North Americans at least to aspire to ownership. 13 And yet, although MWPA might allow married women to share this aspiration, they remained at a disadvantage because of inferior opportunities for education and a pervasive gender inequality in power, social status and labour market opportunities. Women could and did engage in business, 14 but clearly their property-holding and other business activities were hampered in ways that did not afflict men even after MWPA. For this reason, the legislation's impact on everyday life remains uncertain. If we are to believe that MWPA had a practical impact on the lives of ordinary women, its effects should be visible in the propensity of women to hold property, especially those women who entered marriage following the legislation. In this paper we investigate patterns of property-holding in a single community which provides a useful case study.
II. Interpretations of the Impact of MWPA .
Recent investigation of the nature and patterns of property-holding by women in various jurisdictions has produced mixed evidence about the extent to which women made gains during and immediately after the period of legislative reform. Studies of will-making in rural Canada suggest no improvement and perhaps even a diminution of the female share of property during the nineteenth century. 15 In contrast, evidence from Canadian cities seems to suggest that women increased their share of property-ownership. 16 American women also appear to have improved their position in the same period. 17 Studies of common law jurisdictions outside of North America are scarce. Elsewhere in this issue Mary Beth Combs reports the first systematic evidence for England; her study suggests that the 1870 English law increasing married women's right over personal property had a considerable impact. 18 Three interpretative issues shape our investigation of the impact of MWPA. One challenge is simply to document the changing pattern of property-holding by women and men during the era of MWPA. Many scholars have given reasons why we should not expect to see a significant movement of women into the ranks of property-owners. Indeed, some argue for a general impoverishment of both men and women. The available evidence, however, is limited and somewhat mixed. Additional case studies based on a wider variety of sources will help to provide a firm empirical base on which to ground our understanding.
Even if the evidence should suggest that some women gained property in the aftermath of MWPA, there remains a difficult question of causal interpretation. For example, there is room to doubt the contribution of MWPA if women were improving their holdings even before the legislation. Few studies draw upon a sufficiently long run of evidence to permit a credible assessment of the timing of change. This gap in the current literature is worrisome because an emerging body of analysis identifies social, economic and political pressures for legislative change which may also have led to an increase in ownership by women. 19 In other words, broad social transformation may be the fundamental source of change, and the legislation although important in an enabling way is more properly seen as a result rather than a cause. The interpretation of causality is especially difficult in such situations. Evidence that might reveal any turning points in the long-term experience would help a great deal.
Finally, any recognition of MWPA impact on property-holding would be incomplete without some understanding of the channels of causation. What kinds of women gained access to property, and in what circumstances? Did women come to bargain on a more equal footing with a prospective partner because of the enhancement of their rights as married women? Did enhanced access to resources during the marriage increase the potential for wives to acquire property? Or did single women and widows try harder to obtain their own property knowing that henceforth they would be able to retain title if they happened to remarry? It is also possible, although as yet unproven, that single women and widows made gains because of improved prospects for inheritance as fathers and husbands became more comfortable leaving property to women under the protection afforded by MWPA. 20 Empirical research is needed to determine which (if any) of these channels of causation contributed to the patterns of women and property during the later nineteenth century.
III. The Married Women's Property Act in Ontario
We investigate MWPA in the context of a small city in the province of Ontario with a population large enough to sustain generalizations based on individual experience and yet small enough to be manageable. Ontario is a useful jurisdiction because the phased introduction of MWPA is particularly well documented. 21 During the second half of the nineteenth century Guelph was a market town in Canada's most prosperous farming region. 22 Permanent settlement by Europeans and the first municipal institutions began in the 1820s. A generation later the first railway reached Guelph. The town soon had effective rail links to markets in the west (London, Detroit), south (Hamilton, Buffalo), east (Toronto, Montreal) and an expanding agricultural hinterland to the north. A growing industrial and commercial sector ensured that no single sector dominated local employment. Guelph's population, 6900 in 1871 rising to 10500 people in 1891, was small enough to allow us to examine all inhabitants and yet large enough to provide a rich body of evidence. We supplement some lines of evidence with records drawn from smaller towns nearby in order to expand sample size in the early years.
The legislation that removed restrictions on married women in Guelph appeared in two stages. Legislation in 1872 and 1873 recognized the authority of married women to dispose of their own personal property (money and chattels) and broadened a statutory separate estate to include earnings. 23 Nevertheless, married women remained unable to dispose of real property or enter contracts on it until 1884 in which year new legislation removed most restrictions on her use and disposal of the property. The 1872 and 1873 legislation were especially important for women who engaged in business apart from their husbands and for women who trying to accumulate chattels or financial savings. 24 There are several reasons to think that patterns of property-holding may have begun to change in anticipation of legislation passed in the spring of 1884. First, the 1872 legislation allowed married women to accumulate resources toward the eventual acquisition of property.
Second, the legislation undoubtedly enhanced the legitimacy of ownership in the eyes of widows and single women. Third, the 1872 law initially appeared to convey greater rights than were supported by subsequent judicial interpretation. 25 Some women may well have begun to acquire property on a basis of the (mistaken) liberal interpretation of the 1872 law. Finally, by the end of the 1870s most observers anticipated further change because of inconsistency in the existing legislation and the well-publicized advance of suffrage campaigns. The passage of a new married women's property act in England during 1882 confirmed that further change in Ontario was imminent. 26 All of these factors might account for some increase in property-holding by women in advance of the legislation in 1884.
Although some women may have acquired property before legislation, others would have delayed afterwards. Not everyone who eventually would acquire property was in a position to act immediately, for financial reasons and because family and social patterns of behaviour do not change overnight. Moreover, as a practical matter the legislation did not bind couples who entered marriage before MWPA. This matters to the researcher because vital registration in Ontario was not sufficiently comprehensive to allow us to discriminate between couples who married before and after the legislation. 27 These considerations ensure that any impact of MWPA will not be immediately visible in any body of evidence that includes all married couples, for practical as well as conceptual reasons.
The likelihood of a gradual and protracted effect rather than sharp turning point complicates the empirical analysis because it becomes more difficult to separate the impact of legal reform from other influences. In British North America men were the typical first recipients of land alienated by the Crown and companies it chartered, but inheritance practice almost inevitably passed some property to women as the generations passed. Differential mortality, for example, created a sizeable class of propertied widows, while falling fertility would have increased the number of families with daughters but no sons who might inherit. More property might pass into female hands simply because the incidence of daughter-only families increased. Urbanization, in itself, meant that more and more women lived on non-farm property which they were more likely to inherit. 28 Economic factors also favoured a gradual increase in number of propertied women. Some change would be expected simply because incomes were rising as was the number of properties. Geddes and Lueck argue that a long-term trend increase in the importance of human capital favoured a more independent status for women, including property ownership, because human capital investment was costly to monitor. 29 Moreover, improvements in transportation and communication widened the markets in which local businesses bought and sold, which in turn required participation in credit transactions over longer and longer distances. 30 As the contribution of personal relationships to business changed, property became a more important anchor to credit-worthiness. Women in business increasingly needed to hold and make contracts with their own property. It is also possible that women in this period expanded their work activities outside the home. This would have increased the need for business premises of their own and expanded potential for generating income with which to purchase property. Admittedly, the changing bias of census enumeration make it difficult to know whether or not market work by women really did increase. 31 Any or all of these factors may have caused some increase in women's share from an initial male dominance of property-holding. This complicates the analysis insofar as any increase in female property-holding during or after the period of legislative change might result from other pressures as much as the legislation itself. Isolation of the impact of MWPA relies, therefore, on sources that can reveal if any shift in ownership after 1884 was somehow larger or faster than otherwise have occurred.
IV. Evidence of Women as Property Owners in Guelph
One possible source of information about property-holding is the census. Most Canadian enumerations included questions about property. For our purposes it is particularly unfortunate that Canadian enumerators were instructed to record property as belonging to the 'head of family'. 32 With the 1901 census these instructions changed to recognize that property might belong to anyone whether or not the individual was a head. 33 Nevertheless, it is not clear how many enumerators tried, much less succeeded in distinguishing ownership among individual family members. In Guelph eleven of the twelve enumerators in 1901 attributed ownership only to heads of household. The twelfth enumerator recorded some properties as being owned by family members other than the head but census staff later altered his records so as to re-assign ownership to the household head. 34 Not surprisingly the assessment roll identifies many more female owners than the census, even in 1901. 35 The Canadian census understates ownership by non-heads and women and, by implication, overstates ownership by male household heads. Nevertheless, it does provide a useful overview of patterns of ownership at the level of the entire household. Darroch and Soltow demonstrate the value of this source with their unbiased sample of households taken from the 1871 census in Ontario. 36 These data, summarized in Table 1 , outline the broad patterns of property ownership in the province. The share of male-headed households owning their own homes was nearly three-quarters in rural areas and less than one-half in urban areas. 37 The census data also reveal a life-cycle pattern in which property ownership increased with marriage and age and diminished slightly at advanced ages. 38 Households headed by married men between 45 and 60 years had the highest rate of ownership. 39 Households headed by women were less likely to own property in both rural and urban areas.
In order to investigate ownership within the household we must turn to other sources, of which the municipal assessment roll is the most readily accessible. The nature and quality of assessment information differed by municipality and changed from year to year, but almost always it specified the name of owner, the tenant (if any) and who paid the tax. Of course, any tax-related source such as an assessment reflects tension between individual strategies for tax evasion and the municipal capacity for administrative integrity and control. The assessment's inventory of real property is generally thought to be comprehensive, since both real property and the assessment roll were visible to the public, although valuations are less reliable. 40 One disadvantage of the assessment roll is that people appear only as a byproduct of the property inventory. Not surprisingly, the tax-assessed and census-enumerated populations differ. In some communities the assessment excludes most adult women and a quarter of adult males (possibly including some household heads). 41 The assessment roll tends to show a higher rate of ownership than do census records because of the latter's treatment of property for non-heads, as noted above, and also because the assessment typically identifies fewer people. 42 Assessment-based studies of Ontario municipalities indicate that the propertied share of the population did not diminish markedly if at all during the 1870s and 1880s. 43 During the same period Baskerville demonstrates that the women of Victoria and, to a lesser extent Hamilton, gained property. 44 Assessment records for Guelph summarized in table 2 suggest a similar tendency, although the experience of women in two farming townships immediately outside of Guelph was rather different. The assessment data for Puslinch and Eramosa Townships indicate even more clearly than the data in table 1 that rural women were less likely to hold property than their urban sisters. Ownership by rural women increased modestly during this period but it remained at very low levels. Presumably this reflects a male-to-male transmission of rural wealth documented in other studies 45 The changing odds of ownership over the life-cycle raises the possibility that an aging of the Canadian population (due to falling fertility and a switch from net immigration to emigration) may have contributed to the patterns visible in assessment-based studies. Incomplete demographic coverage in the assessment roll makes it necessary to link to the census in order to adjust for the impact of demographic change on ownership patterns. Susan Ingram completes this onerous task for Guelph in 1871 and 1891. 46 Ingram obtains information about property-owners from the municipal assessment records, and then finds these owners in the census enumeration. 47 The Ingram data presented in tables 3 and 4 document the incidence of ownership in Guelph by age, sex and marital status for all residents 20 years or older.
Not surprisingly, married men constituted the largest group of owners in Guelph although less than one-half of even this group held property. Ownership increased with age for all groups (except for widows and widowers at advanced ages). 48 The proportion of married men who owned property increased slightly from the pre-to post-MWPA era, but the gains were small and confined to the higher age classes. Younger married men in 1891 were less likely to own property than their counterparts two decades earlier. 49 Women's experience in the property market differed in a number of respects. In both years, women were less likely to hold property. In both years widows account for more than half of the female owners. Nevertheless, the number of female owners and the female-held share of properties expanded rapidly in all parts of the town. Married, single and widowed women participated in the change. Only one of the women recorded as owners in the 1871 assessment appears to have been married. Twenty years later 31 married women owned property in Guelph and others may have owned property elsewhere. Eight single women property-holders in 1871 increased to 59 in 1891; the number of widows grew from 19 to 104. 50 The incidence of ownership among widows rose from 15% in 1871 to reach 28%, a level close to that of widowed men. Single women also closed the gap with single men; ownership among the former increased from 2% to 5%, in contrast to the rate for single men which was 11% in both years. A large difference between married men and women persisted although in a qualitative sense it too was changing.
These data confirm that the increase in female property was no artifact of demographic recomposition. Women in all demographic categories increased their ownership of property, and they did so faster than men. Interestingly, single women and widows account for most of the gains. Married women accounted for only 16 % of owners in 1891, a large proportional change from a level of 3% twenty-years earlier but it was still a small minority of all female owners. Clearly, we will need to explain how the legislation aimed at married women brought considerable gains to women who were not married.
The linked census and assessment data in tables 3 and 4 also illustrate a fundamental ambiguity surrounding property change by women. The rate of ownership by women tripled during twenty years. This is fast change albeit from low initial levels. The experience of younger wives is particularly interesting because their marriages clearly fell under the authority of MWPA and because the incidence of ownership actually decreased among younger married men. 51 One explanation for the latter effect would be the decision of young wives to exercise their new legal right to keep property in their own name. In spite of these gains, only 6% of adult women owned property by 1891, in stark contrast to the one-third of men who were propertied. The data, therefore, provide evidence for those who are optimistic about the effects of MWPA as well as those who are pessimistic. Optimists can point to the evidence of fast change from the situation before MWPA, while pessimists point out that most women still were propertyless, and the gap between men and women remained large.
V. Indicators of Long-Term Change
An ability to situate the changes of the 1870s and 1880s in a longer-term perspective help us to assess their significance. Three sources of systematic evidence have the potential to be useful: (i) assessment records, (ii) legal instruments recorded in the County property registry and (iii) wills. We begin with the assessment records between 1853 and 1913. We classify each property is classified as being under (i) male ownership, (ii) female ownership or (iii) some other kind of ownership (corporations, institutions, estates etc). We report in Table 5 the number of female-held properties and the share of all properties that they represent in successive six-year averages. Other statistical measures are available to describe the trajectory of these ratios over a sixty-year period. Each method has its own strengths and weaknesses, but successive multi-year averages are easily understood and suffice to reveal trends and broad turning points.
The long-term pattern identified by the assessment records in Table 5 is unambiguous. The number of female-owned properties in Guelph rose continuously with the growth of the town. A more telling indicator is the female share of properties. Both variations of this measure fluctuated between 5% and 9% throughout the 1850s, 1860s and 1870s, reached 10% during the early 1880s, and then increased steadily to 20% by the end of the 1890s. No upward trend is discernible before the first legislation in 1872, and perhaps not even before the act of 1884. The female-held share of assessed properties increased from 6-7% during the 1850s to 18-20% on the eve of the Great War. Most of the increase was recorded between 1884 and 1900.
Legal instruments that were registered on property in Guelph also provide a perspective on the long-term patterns. We have examined the 'Abstract Index' to the property registry for 95 lots in ten contiguous blocks first occupied during the 1830s. 52 This is the oldest-settled residential neighbourhood in Guelph. The Index records 3158 instruments on these properties between 1834 and 1910. About one-third of the instruments register a transfer of ownership and another third register a mortgage or other credit. The remaining instruments register neither ownership nor credit, and are not examined further. We report in table 6 two kinds of transactions, those that transfered property and those that issued or assigned a mortgage. Because each transaction has a grantor and grantee, in total we have four distinct indicators: the grantor or seller of property, the grantee or buyer of property, the grantor or borrower of credit and the grantee or lender of credit.
Our examination sets aside grantors and grantees which were institutions, corporations, male-female combinations and of unknown gender. This allows us to focus on the female share of grantors/grantees who were either male or female. The results for granting or selling property in table 6 are reminiscent of the assessments insofar as a turning point of sorts is discernible in the MWPA era. The female share hovered between 10% and 20% with no discernible trend until 1884. In contrast after 1884 the female share of property transactions rose steadily to the end of the period, by which time women accounted for roughly half of all sales. The purchasing of property shows a similar rising pattern although women never achieved quite the same importance as buyers that they did as sellers. A modest upward trend began somewhat earlier, during the late 1860s, but again there is a significant jump in the series around 1884. The female share of participants in credit transactions also increased markedly -beginning 10-15 years before the increase in property transfers. By the end of the period women accounted for more than half of all borrows and lenders examined in this table, as female-only borrowers and lenders outnumbered the male-only borrowers and lenders.
These observations exclude many instruments in which the grantor/grantee is a corporation, institution or a mixed gender combination, typically a husband and wife. The latter entries probably reflect the preference of buyers and lenders to see the wife identified in the transaction to prevent some future contest on the basis of dower rights. The apparent importance of dower rights directs attention at instruments in which a women is one of the signatories as opposed to being the only signatory. We examine transactions in which women participate in this much broader way as a share of all instruments registered on property. The results tabulated in Table 7 differ from those of the previous table insofar as female participation, defined broadly, was from mid-century much higher among grantors of property and credit. It shows no tendency to increase. Among grantees of property (the buyers) and credit (the lenders), however, the broadly-defined indicator roughly parallels the narrowly-defined female share. Our concern with the independent right to hold property directs attention primarily to the narrow indicators, but the rough parallel of narrow and wide (except where the influence of dower has an impact) is reassuring.
Most of these series show signs of a turning point. All narrowly-defined series, for example, describe female participation at low levels during the 1850s and 1860s, and then beginning to increase in the late 1860s and 1870s (for credit transactions) or 1880s (for property transfers). The timing of this change is consistent with the hypothesis that MWPA was instrumental in the redistribution. All data series, narrow and wide, agree that by the early twentieth century women accounted for roughly half of the individuals identified as grantors or grantees in the register of property instruments. The growth of women's participation from less than one-tenth to roughly one-half of all individuals dealing in property is remarkable.
One final source that reflects, albeit indirectly, access to property is the collection of wills written by residents of Guelph (and nearby towns) and registered either in the property register of the Land Record Office or in Surrogate Court. Before 1886 about one-quarter of the wills appear in the Surrogate Court only, one-quarter appear only in the Land Record Office, and half are in both sources. 53 After 1886 all wills entered probate with the Surrogate Court. 54 Of course, only a minority of people wrote wills, and those who did were unrepresentative of the society at large. 55 Wills cannot tell us a great deal about the precise timing of change, because of the variable intervals over the life cycle between property acquisition and establishment of an inheritance strategy, and between the writing of a will and its appearance as a public document. Moreover, MWPA was not retroactive in its effect on marriages, and therefore the full impact on would not become visible until the death of those who entered marriage after the law was created. 56 Nevertheless, wills reflect the relationship between women and property in several respects. To date we have been able to find more than 1300 wills made by men and women who lived or held property in Guelph, or in one of the nearby smaller towns, and registered before 1913. 57 The database summarized in table 8 indicates that women wrote about one-tenth of all wills before the mid-1860s, and that their share rose to roughly 40% by the end of the century. The growing presence of women roughly parallels the American experience. Carole Shammas, for example, reports that the female share of all probated decedents increased from very low levels to about one-third during the course of the nineteenth century. 58 Women also acted as executors, although here we distinguish wills written by men and women. Beginning in the 1860s women acted as executor for 10%-20% of all women writing wills. The share did not increase during subsequent decades. In contrast, women gradually became more active as executors of testaments written by men. By the early twentieth century women were executing 25%-30% of all male wills. The increasing activity of women both as testators and as executors for men reflects, in a general way, their growing standing in the world of law, especially property law. Widows account for roughly half of the female testators whose marital status at death may be ascertained; one-eight were spinsters and the remainder were described as married women. The relative importance of widows and single women is consistent with the linked censusassessment evidence from Guelph (table 3) and with the literature of other countries. 59 Our interest in the relationship between women and property directs particular attention at the female share of wills that passed real property. The final columns in table 8 report this indicator, which also reveals a pattern of increase in the MWPA era. Women were responsible for roughly onetenth of the wills with real property from the 1850s to the 1870s. The female share increased at the end of the 1870s and early 1880s, and then it increased again to roughly 30% in the 1890s and thereafter.
VI. Inheritance and the Acquisition of Property
MWPA was designed to make it easier for married women to hold property in their own name. The appearance by the 1890s of a small number of married women owners would appear to be evidence of the impact of the legislation. Admittedly, we do not know the extent to which day-to-day control over property changed in the process. It remains possible that the redesignation of ownership was more cosmetic than real, either because married women in fact did exercise significant control pre-MWPA or because they did not do so after MWPA. The sources that we examine do not allow us to uncover the detail of day-to-day control.
More interesting, however, and certainly more surprising is the finding that women who had not married or who had lost their husbands made many of the gains in ownership. There is no reason to regard this change as cosmetic in any way. We can recognize the potential contribution here of market widening, fertility change, the increasing importance of human capital or other structural factors. Nevertheless, these factors are unlikely to provide a complete explanation. If they were not strong enough to cause a growth of female property during the 1850s and 1860s, as documented in tables 5-8, then they are unlikely to be the principal source of later changes. At a minimum, therefore, MWPA seems to have lifted a constraint on an otherwise natural growth of property-holding for single women and widows, as well as for married women.
We thus return to the idea that women increasingly acquired property because of a general social acceptance signalled by MWPA and because they would be able to retain control in the event of (re)marriage. An examination of individual life histories might reveal who exactly acquired property and in what circumstances. Unfortunately, the broad sweep of our own investigation provides little information about the personal history and family circumstances of individual women. Cross-sectional econometric analysis of linked censusassessment data or other micro-level information might contribute to an explanation of who owned property and why, although the results from a preliminary examination of demographic characteristics are not promsing. 60 One method of property acqusition which left a visible mark in the documentary record is inheritance. 61 Shammas has suggested that one effect of MWPA was to make husbands and parents more likely to leave property to wives and daughters since husbands would be less likely to gain control of family property. 62 Not all women would chose to maintain their property independent of the family enterprise, but MWPA nevertheless gave women a choice that had not been available previously, and thereby altered the terms of negotiation between husband and wife. A changing pattern of bequests, according to Shammas, accounts for at least some of the increase in women's property. 63 Admittedly, the examination of inheritance is complex since property was transferred between the generations using a variety of legal instruments at different points in the life cycle (and some families did not even use legal instruments). 64 Nevertheless, even if they do not capture all of the intergenerational transfer, wills are widely used to give some indication of the pattern of inheritance. A sample of wills collected by Livio Di Mateo in Wentworth County, immediately to the south of Guelph, indicates that 53% of testate individuals with daughters who died in 1872 transmitted their property equally among sons and daughters or favoured daughters. 65 Twenty years later, following the introduction of MWPA, the proportion favouring daughters or treating them equally had risen to 66%. The proportion of widows who inherited at least part of the estate also increased. Wives inheriting a usufruct increasingly received all rather than a portion of the estate. The net result of these changes was an increase in the share of wills giving to the wife more than she would have received if her husband had died intestate (ie more than the use of one-third of real property for life).
Additional evidence is available in our collection of wills from Guelph and adjoining towns. In table 9 we describe wills written by men whose wives are known to be alive at the time of writing the will. 66 This subset of the testaments indicates that husbands increasingly trusted their widows to receive property clear of restrictions. At mid-century 90% of widows received their inheritance subject to some condition. By the end of the centuy this share had fallen to 50%. The share of bequests that conveyed access to real property fell during the 1850s and 1860s, and then rose dramatically from the 1870s. The initial phase of decline is difficult to understand, but a diminution of conditions that enforced dependence on other family members and the increasing transmission of real property with diminishing conditions strongly supports the Shammas hypothesis. The declining use of a stipulation that a widow would lose property upon remarriage is particularly instructive. At mid-century roughly half of the testators imposed this condition, but this share fell to one-tenth by the 1880s. 67 Small samples make it difficult to trace the trajectory with precision, but the sequencing is at least consistent with the hypothesis of the importance of MWPA.
We summarize in table 10 a different subset of wills that provides evidence of inheritance to sons and daughters. Here we examine only the wills that allow us to say something about the extent of gender bias in any bequest to children. Of course, many wills do not mention children, and others are not sufficiently detailed or precise to allow us to say anything about the distribution. Where possible, however, we categorize the wills into those who favoured, or probably favoured, or attempted to favour sons and daughters, and those who appeared to bequeath equally between sons and daughters. The Guelph evidence suggests that a majority of wills attempted to treat sons and daughters equally, before and after 1884, although female testators were more likely than male testators to favour daughters in both sub-periods. 68 Of immediate relevance to our discussion, however, is the marked increase for both male and female testators in the the share of wills favouring daughters.
Intrepretation of this evidence must remain tentative because sample size is small, the classification of bequest patterns is difficult, and we know nothing about any transfers to children before death of the testator. Nevertheless, the Guelph evidence provides partial support of the hypothesis that MWPA made it easier for men to leave property to their wives and daughters. We hasten to add that if a MWPA-induced change in the basis for marriage negotiation was able to influence bequest patterns, there is every reason to expect that it added to the incentive for single women and widows to acquire property in other ways. Our direct evidence arises from the inheritance records, but the channels by which women acquired property as a result of MWPA are potentially quite wide-ranging.
VII. Conclusion
Many of the series describing some aspect of property reveal little or no change in female participation during the 1850s and 1860s (and even the 1870s for some of the evidence) followed by a period of substantial increase. Different people with very different goals generated the wills, assessment records and legal instruments, and yet these sources largely agree that the MWPA era marks a significant turning point in the relationship between women and property.
The Guelph evidence, therefore, provides some support for the view that legal reform contributed to an increased holding of property by women. This is not to deny a role for other factors or that the legislation was integral to a larger social process, but the overwhelming weight of evidence confirms that MWPA in itself was influential.
Admittedly, reform pessimists may still find support in the large majority of women who remained property-less after MWPA. Many men also lacked property, but not in such large numbers. The limited spread of property-holding, a possible cessation of change after 1900 and the persistence of a significant disparity between women and men, especially within marriage, clearly define the limits of the effect of the legislation. It should also be recognized that the sources examined in this paper do not permit any assessment of the nature of control exercised by women over property. Further, those who are pessimistic about the impact of the legislation might emphasize that the legislation's effect seems to have varied in different communities. Women in Guelph, for example, appear to have gained more than women in nearby Hamilton, but not as much as those in the western Canadian city of Victoria. 69 On the other hand, rural women in eastern Canada increased their holdings very little -a fact of some significance in a still largely rural society.
Those who are more optimistic would emphasize that the distribution of wealth in any society typically changes very little from one decade to the next. Abrupt changes are rare. In the larger context of property redistributions, the growth of female-held property in Guelph during the late nineteenth century is remarkable. Between the 1860s and the early 1900s the femaleheld share of properties in the municipal assessment roll doubled to 15% or tripled to 20% (depending on the choice of indicator in table 5). By the end of the period more women than men appeared as independent grantors in the property transactions ( Table 6 ). The share of wills written by women increased from 10% to 40%, and the share of wills conveying real property rose from very low levels to 30% (Table 8) . Almost all husbands who died during the 1850s and 1860s restricted the widow's use of her bequest, but by the end of the century less than one-half did so ( Table 9 ). The onerous stipulation that remarriage causes a loss of access to family property almost disappeared. The likelihood of a legacy favouring daughters over sons increased noticeably for both male and female testators (Table 10) .
As striking as these changes are, the importance of MWPA went beyond the experiences of women documented here. The legislation marks a fundamental change in the legal status of women that had implications for the nature of marriage itself. Before 1884 property brought to a marriage was more or less automatically taken away from a woman. After 1884 women had a new option that altererd the terms of negotiation between prospective husband and wife. Of course, not all women chose to maintain their property independent of the family enterprise, but enough did so to confirm that the option was becoming more acceptable. In this way MWPA helped to legitimize the idea of property ownership by married women and to persuade both women and men of its respectability. In the longer term, as property became more accessible in the twentieth century, married women would be able to share in the broadening of ownership because of the changes introduced in the 1870s and 1880s. These data describe a sample of 4119 household heads from the 1871 census. The rural and urban figures were adjusted to match the age structure of the sample with provincial age structure. 
